Analysis of cellular heterogeneity in mouse thymus cultures.
Analysis of 5 to 6 d primary cultures of cells derived from murine thymus glands revealed a heterogeneous population of cells rather than "pure" reticuloepithelial cell cultures as was assumed previously by other investigators. The monolayer cultures consisted of at least three cell types: thymus epithelial cells, macrophagelike epithelioid cells, and fibroblasts. Surprisingly, about 50% of the cells had positive cytochemical staining reactions for acid phosphatase and nonspecific esterase. The sme cells phagocytized carbon particles, latex beads, and yeast. Furthermore, these cells could be removed from the initial cell suspension by phagocytosis of carbonyl iron, followed by magnetic separation, but once they had adhered to the substratum they were resistant to trypsin removal. All of these findings supported the conclusion that about 50% of the cells in the monolayers were macrophages. The other cells present were thymus epithelial cells and a small number of fibroblasts. Both of the latter types of cell were cytochemically negative, did not phagocytize particulate material, and were not removed by carbonyl iron treatment, but were removed by treating the monolayer with trypsin. The findings in this report indicated that epithelioid morphology alone was inadequate to identify correctly the cell types found in thymus cultures and that the use of such cultures as a model to study in vitro the maturation of certain immunological functions has been based on assumptions here shown to be incorrect.